into the Nature of the Soul. I The Athenian women at their first confinement dedicated .the girdle they had worn to Artemis, placing it in her temple.
ONE of the fascinations in the study of folk-medicine consists in the ferreting out of the primitive medical practices which passed into orthodox medicine to linger on, some of them, almost even to our own days.
Some of these practices are discernible in the constriction cures so common in primitive and ancient medicine, an example of which is still prevalent in England in the popular practice of tying a tight garter round the leg to prevent cramp. In addition to constriction cures proper, we may also take this opportunity of referring to band and ring cures, like the anti-rheumatic finger-ring, which is still obtainable for one shilling at any chemist's.
At first sight, cures like these seem as if they had originated simply in charms, and there can be no doubt that some of them~did actually begin in this way. But a closer acquaintance shows us that many of them have a much more complex and interesting origin than that. As in other departments of folk-medicine, the idea of the charm or amulet is met with in this group, but it is not, as I hope to be able to show, the sole origin of the custom.
To begin with the ligature remedy for pain-e.g. the garter cure for cramp. Here, it is obvious, we are dealing with what, in the first instance, is a simple and rational practice, seeing that pressure and MY-4 constriction actually do relieve pain. And instances of ligature cures of this kind are plentifully to hand from all countries, savage or civilized. For example, in Sumatra, as Bartels points out, as well as in Western Europe, a band or cloth twisted round the head is a common cure for headache. In addition to this simple and rational type, however, there are others the meaning of which is not so readily apparent.
First of all, still keeping to the purely physical varieties, there is the large group in which a constriction is applied with the definite object of forcibly restraining growth in bulk, and of these the best known is the obstetric binder or girdle of pregnancy. The girdle of pregnancy has an extensive distribution both in time and in space. As is well known, the women of ancient Greece and Rome were in the habit of wearing a body belt or girdle during pregnancy, and the same is true of the women of Phoenicia, for the symbol of Astarte was a girdle. Assumed at the eighth month of gestation and worn until parturition, it was then laid aside, for which reason one of the attributes of Artemis' in Greece and of the Roman Diana was "the girdle-loosener " (Solvizona). In later times the custom met with criticism, however, particularly from Soranus of Ephesus (A.D. 100), who recommended that it should be worn only up to the eighth month and then discarded, in order, as he said, that the weight of the child might aid in bringing on labour at the proper time.
The obstetric girdle was in universal vogue in Europe at one time. Mention is made of it in France in the days of Ambroise Pare, and we are still reminded of it in the French word enceinte, as well as in the German word Entbindung, which shows that the ancient Germans, like the Greeks and Romans, laid the girdle aside at the onset of labour. Naturally enough, the girdle came to bear a mystic or semi-sacred character, or it hadi that quality added to it. Thus, in mediaeval England the girdle of Abbot Robert of Newminster had the power of ensuring that women who wore it would have an easy confinement.
The Ossianic poems allude to a girdle which had similar properties, and there are said to have been in the North of Scotland obstetric girdles inscribed with mysterious figures which were preserved as heirlooms in certain of the old families. I do not know whether the girdle still lingers on in that part of the country, but in the Lowlands of Scotland and in England the practice seems to have died out.
In France, however, we hear of mystic girdles as being in use as recently as 1886. The sisters of St. Ursula, of Quintin, Cotes du Nord, "own one of the chief educational seminaries in Brittany. And when a young lady whom they have educated gets married and is about to become a mother, the pious sisters send her a riband made of white silk, decorated by the clever brush of the best caligraphist in the community with a beautiful inscription in blue letters. Before sending it off the sisters bring it carefully into contact with the reliquary in the parish church, in which is preserved a precious fragment of the very binder which the Holy Virgin herself wore, as a number of unimpeachableparchments clearly certify. The inscription in blue letters on the riband reads: ' Notre Dame de Delivrance prote'gez-nous ! ' The young lady who receives the blessed riband is instructed to put it around her body in order that her accouchement may terminate happily."
Turning now to extra-European countries, we find the girdle in common use. Its use in Japan deserves a special mention. The first we hear of it is, strange to say, in an account of a Japanese Embassy to Rome (probably a fruit of the early Jesuit mission to Japan by St. Francis Xavier) as far back as A.D. 1586, by a certain Guido Guetteri, a Venetian:-"As long as they are not pregnant," he writes, " the binder worn by Japanese women is large and easy, but as soon as they perceive that they are gravid they tighten up this bandage so forcibly with a string that one would almost expect them to burst. 'And yet,' they say, 'we know by experience that if we do not do so we have to endure a very severe labour.'" The Japanese binder was strongly condemned by the reformer Kangawa, from whom we learn that it can be traced back in the historical records to about A.D. 1180. As a result of Kangawa's sensible opposition, the obstetric binder in Japan has now fallen into comparative desuetude.
The girdle is worn in China. And in Burma, as in ancient Rome, a tight bandage is applied at the beginning of the eighth month in order to prevent the womb rising, since the Burmese woman believes that the higher the child rises, the longer and more difficult will be the labour. Similar practices are reported as being prevalent among the women of Macassar, Celebes, Java, and Malacca, and also among the squaws of the Chippeway Indians.
Thus the origin of the girdle of pregnancy seems to lie, as we see from the more primitive instances, in the hope of preventing, by sheer physical force, the foetus from reaching a size so great as to impede labour. Magical restraint does not seem to be thought of in any of the instances I have so far encountered, but that a 'religious, as distinct from a magical, modification of the custom comes into play is no more than one would expect. Popular customs, such as this was, always do take on a religious cast after a time.
Every modern medical practitioner is, of course, acquainted with the "binder " which is applied after the child is born, in which respect it differs from the ancient girdle of pregnancy. In spite of this difference, however, it is not unreasonable to suppose that the puerperal binder of modern obstetrics may be the lineal descendant of the girdle of pregnancy.
Apart from the girdle of pregnancy, cures do occur in which there is a magical extension of the notion that a constriction is physically capable of restraining increase in bulk. Tumours, and especially goitre, are treated in this fashion.
In Derbyshire, Lanarkshire, and elsewhere in Britain, as well as in Switzerland and Germany, a favourite method of restricting the growth of the enlarging thyroid of goitre is to bind a silk thread, preferably red in colour, three times round the neck. In Essex, for an " enlarged neck" they used to fasten a snake skin, sewn in a piece of black silk, round the neck for the same reason. The belief is akin to that recorded by Pliny that "if young twigs are made into a collar and put round a cock's neck it will never grow."
Psychologically such cures belong to the same order of magic as the "measuring " cures, and as that which enjoins the belief that if you pass your leg over a child's head you will stop it growing.
There is another form of homeeopathic magic which may possibly have participated in the evolution of band and ring cures, and that is the well-known magical use of knots. But as I have been unable to find any instance in which the connexion is clearly manifested, I do not propose to spend any time in discussing it.
We turn now to another variety of the constriction cure, which, although similar in appearance to those we have just been describing, is quite different from them in its origin and nature. I refer to the constriction of the extremities in the treatment of hamorrhage, the vogue of which is widespread.
In Scotland bleeding from the nose is, to this day, quite frequently treated among the people by tying a thread or a string tightly round the thumb.
In the province of Bari, in Northern Italy, menorrhagia is treated by binding a rope round the waist, the wrist, and the ankle of the patient, and, if that fails, then threads of black wool are tied round each of the fingers and toes.
In Bavaria the same disorder is treated by encircling the little fingers of both hands with red silk thread, and as many times as the thread is wound round the finger by so many days is the duration of the discharge reduced.
So far as my reading goes no explanation of this method of treatment has hitherto been offered, and the custom has obviously nothing whatever in common with the modern rational practice of uniformly bandaging the limbs in the treatment of the effects of severe hsemorrhage. At first sight, indeed, the constriction treatment of bleeding would seem to be simply nonsensical or fanciful. But such a conclusion would be merely a confession of ignorance. There is always some kind of reason for every folk-cure.
My suggestion is that the constriction was applied in order to fetter the soul so that it could not escape from the body, and my reasons for this explanation, at first sight so far-fetched, will appear in the course of the following remarks. Nowhere, perhaps, in the whole range of folk-lore are the primitive ideas so fanciful and so pleasing as in that section of early psychology which has to do with the soul, and no ideas have proved to be so capable of expansion and development as these were; an expansion and development, which, of course, they underwent during the long course of their evolution under the care of the constructive philosophers.
In their crudest forms probably no very clear distinction exists between the idea of the soul and that of the life of a living being; at all events, we certainly must confess that it is difficult, if not impossible, for us to disentangle the ravelled ideas of early man on this subject. But, in its later developments, we may say that, speaking generally, ancient and civilized people seem to mean by the "soul " what we in these days should term the consciousness, or the Ego. While, however, it is true that in many languages the word for a " soul" seems originally to have sprung from the idea of a breath (spirit, ghost, animus, related to a6veog &c.), nevertheless the soul was no mere abstraction. It was, on the contrary, an actual physical 148 McKenzie: Folk Cures by Constriction and Rings entity, a material object, which, although perhaps so faint and shadowy as to be invisible to ordinary men, was yet quite plainly manifest to those with clearer vision, of whom, in the olden times, there were many.
Sometimes the soul takes the form of a copy in miniature of its owner-what the ancient Egyptians called the Ka. In many mediaeval prints, for example, depicting the death of certain people, there may be seen a small figure emerging from the mouth. This manikin, who is, so to speak, the genitus loci of the human body, resembling the treespirit or the river-spirit of polytheism, resides within the body; in the head generally, sometimes in the chest. He never seems to be found below the diaphragm, where, to be sure, in women at all events, he would probably have found his claim to supremacy contested by another creature-namely, the uterus. Upon his behaviour the health of the owner depends to a large extent. In some parts of the world it is said that, if he falls down, epilepsy will result; if he is enticed away, and a dog's soul take his place, the host will suffer from hydrophobia, and so on.
But there is another and probably more widely distributed notion than this of the soul as a manikin, or Ka, a notion which is due to the observation that, like the uterus, the soul has a tendency to wander away from the body, slipping out by the mouth or nose. Fortunately such absence does not necessarily cause death, unless, that is to say, it stops away too long. No doubt when death takes place the soul does forsake its tenement, and for this reason some savages strive to keep their dying friends alive by stopping up the mouth and nose. But in the ordinary way, when the soul goes a-wandering, all that happens is that the owner falls asleep. Sleep, in other words, is the temporary absence of the soul, and dreams are the adventures it encounters while out of the body. At the same time its absence, albeit only temporary, is not wholly free from danger, as some accident may intervene to prevent its return. If the position of the sleeping body be changed, for example, or if some mischievous person disguise the sleeper, as when a moustache is painted on a slumbering lady's face-a shameful trick equivalent to murder in the eyes of the people of Bombay-then the home-seeking soul gets bewildered, and, like bees whose hive has been shifted, it is unable to find its way back into the body again, so that the sleeper dies without waking. For this reason, also, it is a dangerous thing to rouse a person suddenly from sleep, before, that is to say, the soul has had time to flit back again.
By a natural extension of this belief, illness, and especially illness Section of the History of Medicine characterized by a loss of * consciousness, such as syncope, epilepsy, coma, and the like, is frequently attributed to the withdrawal of the soul from the body. These ideas are early man's reply to the still unanswered questions: What is sleep? What is unconsciousness ? What is death? And the answer, although it may strike us as naive, is by no means absurd or irrational. It is only another way of saying that there is a Something which comes mysteriously and as mysteriously departs; when it is present, the man is alive-he can see, hear, speak, move, and behave as a sensible being; when it is gone on a short journey, he is only halfalive, the body is warm and the breath comes and goes, but only in an automatic fashion; when it goes for good, all vital processes cease and the person dies.
By a simple process of what we call imagination or metaphor, but what the uncultured man regards as actual fact, this mysterious flitting entity takes the form of a winged creature-a bird, a bee, a moth, or a butterfly.
We have already seen that the Egyptian Ka represents the soulmanikin of early culture, but the Egyptians also found room in their theology for the winged soul, which they distinguished from the Ka and figured in the hieroglyphs as a man-headed hawk-the Ba. (The popular notion that the Egyptian Ka is the equivalent of the " soul " of modern European thought is an error. The Egyptians, as a matter of fact, divided man into no fewer than nine parts, including the physical body-Khat-a minuteness of analysis which has no parallel in any philosophy since theirs. It is true that attempts have been made to show that this nine-fold Egyptian structure is the same as the tripartite division of Greco-Roman and modern European philosophy into body, spirit or life, and soul or consciousness, but they are not convincing.)
In ancient Greece the soul was a pigeon or a butterfly. Pigeons, it was said, first made their appearance in that country at the time of the wreck of the Persian fleet off Mount Athos, and in other parts of the world also there are those who see white birds emerging from the waves when ships go down. The dove is, indeed, perhaps, the most widely distributed form of the soul. Its significance and importance in the Christian religion is evident from the facts that it was often carved upon tombstones, and that the Holy Spirit took the form of a dove. And the curious association of the dove with illness, and especially with death, is exemplified in the following excerpts from the folk-lore of the subject 149 Grimm notes that over the graves of the Lombards poles were set up with pigeons on them. (Just as the 'man-headed hawk is figured upon the ancient tombs of Egypt.)
Presumably, also, such beliefs are responsible for the practice of applying pigeons to the feet of the dying, as Pepys informs us was done when the queen of Charles II was sick unto death.
In Scotland, "pigeons were left fluttering in their dying agony against the dying man's feet." "Early in the morning a near relative would remove the pigeons and carry them to a place where the dead and the living did not cross, that is, to the top of a precipice," and there leave them (Black).
In many parts of England there is an old superstition that dying people cannot take leave of life on a bed of pigeon's feathers, and for a patient to ask for pigeons to eat is looked upon as a very bad sign. On the other hand, there is a popular belief in some mysterious nutritive value in pigeons and pigeon-broth for sick people. Again, Fernie records the belief that "it is considered a sign of approaching sickness if a pigeon comes and accidentally perches on a table; and, if on bed or a chimney-piece, of death, especially if the pigeon be a white one." English medicine in the seventeenth century considered pigeons valuable in palsy and for aged and phlegmatic men-supplving them, as it were, with life.
There is a superstition in many parts of England, particularly in the West Country, that dissolution cannot take place unless the window is opened to allow free egress to the soul. A prolongation of the death agony is due, it is supposed, to the vain efforts of the soul to escape, and in order to put an end to the suffering, the window must be opened, when the struggling soul will emerge and the sufferer be at rest. That the death-agony can be shortened by so doing is a fact, as I can testify, the reason probably being, as Sir Lauder Brunton pointed out many years ago, that the lowering of the temperature in the room when the window is opened administers the coup de grdce to the patient. It is said, also, that the attention of the watchers is drawn to the window by a dove tapping at it, the dove being the means of carrying the soul into space.
In the estimation of the meaning of folk-cures and practices regard should be had only to their general trend. When we descend to particulars we lose ourselves in a maze of inconsistencies and contradictions. Thus in the above, the pigeon is seen to be at one time a danger, at other times a safety. But the general tendency is clear enough, and shows that the pigeon was connected with death, or, in other words, with the flight of the soul.
In this connexion the marvellous image, or vision, of Plato, that greatest of mystics, comes to our recollection, where he figures the soul as a bird-like creature, which in its sojourn in the flesh, and its contact with sin and the world, tends to lose its su'staining plumage and to become a mere denizen of lower space-being " earth-bound," to use the modern theosophical phase-but which also, by the love of wisdom and the exercise of well-doing, may acquire new wings wherewith it may soar into the lofty and ethereal realms of truth with the sureness and power of the eternal gods themselves. For every sin committed, so to speak, a feather is lost, and with it a modicum of buoyancy; while, on the other hand, with every good and noble thought or deed, a new feather is obtained and fresh buoyancy acquired. Here, also, we may recall, as fundamentally akin to the Platonic idea, the Egyptian doctrine of the weighing, in the presence of the gods, of the heart after death by Thoth, against a feather. And so we see how philosophical and religious beliefs and aspirations of the most sublime character may occasionally spring from whatwe have been long accustomed to regard as nothing but the vain and empty superstitions of vulgar and ignorant people.
Another beautiful idea is that of the Greeks, who saw in the butterfly (#vX7) emerging from its chrysalis the soul (also, 'vXt) issuing from the body at death, a belief which, although employed metaphorically, or as a type by the Platonic philosophers, was in the popular mind of the time an actual and genuine occurrence. We may observe, in passing, that both Germans and Romans differentiated the soul from the mind; *v ', animus, the soul, and vovs;, mens, the mind; while anima, life, is akin to acJeposq, wind or breath. Animus and anima are " next door to each other," as Grimm says.
In the uncivilized races of the present day the idea of the soul as a winged creature is very common indeed, and Frazer gives a long list of examples. The bee, also, is met with in some old Scots tales creeping out of a sleeper's mouth and flying away into the dream-world.
The next step we take in our inquiry brings us within sight of our goal, for it has to do with the curious association of the soul with the blood. Obviously the connexion is due to the fact that bleeding tends 152 McKenzie: Folk Cures by Constriction and Rings to end in the flight of the soul, or in syncope and death. The soul, as Grimm says, "has her seat in the blood, and as that ebbs away, she escapes with it," and from this natural observation there spring, he suggests, the pretty myths of flowers or trees growing out of the body after death. Drops of blood turn into yellow flowers, as from the blood of Ajax a herb sprouted. Further, one of the old German sagas speaks of the soul flowing away out of the body, while, in the " Iliad," the soul escapes through a gaping wound, as if it were, so to speak, an extra mouth. Then there is the ancient Hebrew doctrine that " the blood is the life," and Sallust's remark (for which I am indebted to Fernie), " Sedemn animl in extremis digitis habent."
Here we tread very close upon the heels of the old medical belief that the arteries contained the soul, but caution forbids me claiming this as an offshoot from the more ancient idea, in view of the explanation usually given that this belief arose from the observation that after death the arteries are found to be empty.
We have been dealing principally with the departure of the soul, but there also arises the equally interesting question as to the time of the arrival of the soul in the body, a question which during the Middle Ages was, for religious reasons, a warmly debated topic of discussion.
According to most folk-beliefs the soul enters the body at birth, but in many places its advent is believed to coincide with the quickening of the foetus in utero.
The soul, then, being bird-like in nature, and liable to embarrassing and perilous absences, it becomes important to devise a means to prevent its escape. For this purpose what could be better than a snare or a tie of some kind ?
On the return of a Burmese or Shan family from a funeral, a tendency has been noticed for souls to take flight. In order to prevent such a calamitous ending to an already sorrowful enough occasion, the old men are careful to tie strings round the wrists of each member of the bereaved family. Bartels figures a soul-snare which the Harvey Islanders employ when they wish to compass the destruction of an enemy. It consists of a series of rings or loops made of rope, which is hung upon a tree in the neighbourhood of the intended victim. When that unfortunate man catches sight of this magical gin, knowing only too well what it means, he returns to his dwelling, lies down, and very soon gives up the ghost in real earnest.
This kind of knowledge gives to us a fuller understanding of the Psalmist when he says : " Our soul is escaped as a bird out of the snare of the fowler; the sntare is broken and we are escaped."
We have already cited instances of. ligature cures. Here is another in which, it is interesting to note, the fear of bleeding is not present. " The Minaugkabauers, of Sumatra, fasten a skein of thread or a string round the wrist or loins of a woman in childbed, so that when her soul seeks to depart in her hour of travail it may find the egress barred" (Frazer) . And finally, here 'is the same cure, in which the fear of haemorrhage is said to be the reason for the ligature. In Franconia, and also in other districts of Germany, a rather common practice is the binding of the arms and legs at the elbows and knees during labour in order to hinder bleeding. One often hears a trifling post-partum hemorrhage credited with being the cause of diseases which appear later on (Ploss and Bartels).
It is interesting to note, in conclusion, that the ligature cure was practised by ancient and mediaeval doctors of good standin'g. Paulus AEgineta, for example, treated deliquium animi (which Adams translates by "the absence or want of the soul "-evidently what we nowadays term "syncope" or "fainting ") by ligatures round the arms or legs, and the same method was recommended by him for epistaxis and haemoptysis, while he gives it the first place in the treatment of menorrhagia.
FINGER-RING CURES.
The popular custom of wearing rings for rheumatism is also very ancient. I am inclined to look upon this particular cure, however, as different in its origin from the soul-strictures we have just been discussing. Probably it sprung from the wearing of charms. For in the early times jewellery in general, and finger-rings in particular, though often doubtless worn simply for adornmnent, were also frequently made the vehicle of charms, as King has pointed out. Naturally, a band or ligature would be held to be all the more efficacious if the material of which it was composed was made of some magical substance like red silk; if the bandage was decorated with religious symbols; if the ring was composed of some rare or curious metal; or if it bore in a setting a scarab or blood-stone, or some such potent jewel. An example of this kind of polypharmacy is afforded by the following from the " Compleat Housewife " (eighteenth century) "To make Necklaces for Children 'Cutting Teeth.-Take roots of henbane, or orpin and vervain, scrape them with a sharp knife, cut them in long beads and string them green; first henbane, then orpin, then vervain, and so do till 'tis the bigness of the child's neck. Then take as much red wine as you think the necklace will suck up and put into it 153 a dram of red coral, as much peony-root finely powdered. Soak your beads in this twenty-eight hours, and rub the powder on the beads."
Many of the herbal remedies, like henbane, orpin, and vervain, owed their reputation to qualities magical or mystical, and not, in the first instance, at all events, to any actual pharmacological effect or true therapeutic power. In many cases, as I have shown elsewhere, the real efficacy of the remedy remained undiscovered until patients began the habit of swallowing the herb in order to bring it more closely into union with the body and personality.
In conclusion, we may for convenience summarize the reasons which led to the use of strings and rings in medicine as follows:
(1) Circular pressure, applied for the relief of pain.
(2) The same, applied with the object of physically restraining the continuing growth of a swelling or tumour.
(3) The magical extension of the last-named (related also to measuring " cures).
(4) Bands and ligatures put on to prevent the escape of the soul. (5) Religious or magical bands or rings worn as charms or amulets. It is possible that the mysterious rite of circumcision may, in the first instance, have originated in an effort to avoid the real or magical effect of an anatomical constriction inhibiting a natural function, but to discuss this topic would lead me far from the subject-matter of the present communication; consequently, I prefer to postpone its consideration for the time being.
